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Capacity development interventions are considered critical entry points for advancing gender equality in agri-
cultural research systems. However, the impacts of capacity development programs are often difficult to track.
Academic reviews highlight that insufficient attention is paid to the suitability of gender training programs
to increase capacity and limited evidence is available on their longer-term impacts. This article proposes a
systematic approach to monitoring, learning, and evaluation (MLE) of gender training programs, which was
developed over a five-year period to assess the Gender-Responsive Researchers Equipped for Agricultural
Transformation (GREAT) training program. Findings reveal the importance of not only tracking how train-
ings build technical knowledge but also capturing how trainees are empowered or limited in their efforts to
apply gender-responsive practices in diverse environments. The article demonstrates the value of capturing
data at multiple time points and building a learning culture that enables both trainers and participants to
shape the program’s design and trajectory.
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Introduction

Integrating gender considerations into agricultural research and
development priorities, implementation, and evaluation is critical
to achieving gender equity and development goals (Meinzen-Dick
et al. 2011). The United Nations promotes gender equality as
a crucial priority in the Sustainable Development Goal 5, and
global research has repeatedly underscored the significant human
and economic cost of failing to equitably invest in the produc-
tive roles of men and women in agricultural systems (FAO 2011;
Bryan et al. 2016; Njuki et al. 2016; Kristjanson et al. 2017;
Gutierrez-Montes et al. 2020; Howland et al. 2021). However,
efforts to achieve gender equality in agricultural research sys-
tems have been hampered by a lack of gender skills and capacities
among researchers. One effort to address this barrier is to offer
gender trainings to staff (EIGE 2016). Yet while more organiza-
tions are pursuing this, the quality standards of these trainings
remain undefined, which ultimately limits the potential impacts
of gender-related capacity development efforts (Bustelo et al.
2016).

Critical reviews of gender training further argue that the
transformational potential of gender mainstreaming initiatives
remains underutilized (Mukhopadhyay 2014) and that, in some
cases, these initiatives serve to “instrumentalize” gender equal-

ity, further exacerbating and deepening gender inequalities rather
than redressing them (Wilson 2015). A review by Mangheni et al.
(2019), focused on gender training programs for agriculturalists
in East Africa, reveals that gender courses do not sufficiently
reflect on who should be trained, what the training content
should include, or which methods should be used. Rather, the
authors contend that many of these training programs have
led to “churning out half-baked gender practitioners”, without
fostering any critical reflection on how gender inequalities are
socially constructed (Sarapura Escobar and Puskur 2014) or on
the role that researchers can play in reinforcing or challenging
these inequalities. Despite this criticism, enhancing knowledge,
skills, and behaviors for researchers to conduct in-depth gender
analyses is critical to understand complexities and transform gen-
der relations (Cole et al. 2014). As Njuki (2016) points out, efforts
to develop capacities should not only consider building techni-
cal skills throughout the research cycle, but should also position
researchers to better identify gender issues, improve understand-
ing of the underlying causes of gender inequalities and encourage
collaborative engagement with those affected to address them.
In this sense, capacity development efforts require enhancing
specific skills such as data collection and analysis techniques in
addition to shifting mindsets and behaviors that ultimately influ-
ence the research produced by agriculture research systems and
institutions.

TRAVIS ET AL.
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Given the importance of fostering behavior change and the
need for greater clarity on what constitutes an effective gender
training program, a systematic and participatory monitoring and
evaluation system that emphasizes learning needs to be embed-
ded within gender training programs. This will contribute to a
better understanding of how to effectively empower individuals
as well as help capture the longer-term impacts of the train-
ing. Up to now, however, no such system has yet been proposed
or tested. To fill this gap, we draw on our experience devel-
oping and implementing a monitoring, learning, and evaluation
(MLE)1 plan for the Gender-responsive Researchers Equipped
for Agricultural Transformation (GREAT) course. In this paper,
we also present lessons to inform future, effective MLE plans for
gender trainings and further progress towards minimum quality
standards for gender training programming.

Monitoring capacity development can provide critical insights
for a project or intervention to improve its impact and sustain-
ability. However, it can be difficult to operationalize, since it
seeks to measure changes at multiple levels including in indi-
vidual behavior and knowledge, as well as in organizational
performance and the enabling environment (FAO n.d.). While
capacity development2 can play an important role empowering
individuals and organizations to positively affect system change,
it is widely agreed that such efforts should consider the different
environments and circumstances people are in and how interven-
tions such as trainings can be linked to a wider ecosystem of
support (Nelson 2006; Asian Development Bank 2008; Pearson
2011). Varied individual and organizational circumstances also
means efforts to effect change will occur in different forms, at
different levels and over very different timescales (Mendizabal et
al. 2011).

For a successful MLE plan, it is important to clarify the
objectives of the training course and its envisioned contribution
to medium- and longer-term outcomes. Understanding what is
reasonable to measure at different time periods will influence the
method and tools used during the data collection and analysis.
A challenge to measurement is that the ways in which capacities
develop after training are often not well understood; without suf-
ficient evidence on change processes, incorrect assumptions may
guide inappropriate methods (Horton et al. 2000; Taylor and
Clarke 2008; Otoo el al. 2009). For example, evaluations of the
impact of higher education show that many of the public benefits
that education is expected to produce do not manifest themselves
before 10-30 years (Davies 2012).

Unfortunately, in many capacity development initiatives,
monitoring and evaluation primarily focus on short-term evi-
dence of knowledge retention or immediate performance (Vallejo
and When 2016). Linking capacity development solely to imme-
diate changes in performance can fuel unrealistic expectations of
short, direct paths between capacity development interventions
and tangible productive results. Rather, “an understanding of
capacity must also go beyond the instrumental, the technical
and the functional and encompass the human, the emotional,
the political, the cultural and the psychological” (Morgan 2006,
18). This is particularly true for advancing gender equality, since
challenging entrenched gender norms can take time, is highly
sensitive to individuals’ experiences, and often depends on the

presence of an institutional enabling environment (Guijt 2008;
Hillenbrand et al. 2015). In this sense, it is useful to think about
changes in capacity as in a “constant state of motion” (Ortiz and
Taylor 2009, 87) whereby measurement approaches assess change
as an incremental process which occurs at different points in time,
rather than merely focusing on a final endpoint (Guijt 2008; Hil-
lenbrand et al. 2015). Career paths and choices often progress in
non-linear ways, horizontal movement is increasingly apparent,
and progression can be towards different, inter or transdisci-
plinary fields. Therefore, measurement approaches should gather
data at multiple time points and consider contextual factors at
different stages.

Contribution in favor of attribution

The unpredictable nature of capacity development also chal-
lenges efforts to determine attribution. A range of variables
influence individual and organizational behavior change. In many
cases, measurements of capacity development are not well suited
to more quantitative and experimental approaches, which have
long been associated with perceptions of tangibility and proof
(Woolcock 2009; Mentz 2017).

Randomized control trials (RCTs), which estimate the mean
net impact of an intervention by comparing results between a
randomly assigned control group and an experimental group or
groups (BetterEvaluation 2016), are regarded as the most credi-
ble source of evidence to guide decisions about an intervention’s
or project’s effectiveness. However, capacity development rarely
follows linear or monotonic trajectories and does not lend itself to
randomization (Woolcock 2009; Mentz 2017). Instead, the focus
is increasingly on “assembling evidence to show that one is learn-
ing diligently, adapting and taking a well-informed path” (Ortiz
and Taylor 2009, 29) and less on “allocating credit for differ-
ent levels of impact.” Proponents of alternative approaches have
drawn causal inferences on the basis of a combination of causes
or a causal chain as opposed to a singular cause (Stern et al.
2012). In these approaches, the emphasis is on understanding the
contribution of a particular intervention in a complex setting.

Theories of change, which are increasingly utilized in the con-
text of complex development interventions, are a useful strategy
and evaluation tool to identify what a program seeks to achieve,
for whom, and through which pathways (Vogel 2012). Combining
qualitative and participatory techniques with quantitative indi-
cators can provide powerful insights on how change happens in
tandem with descriptive measures and on what (if anything) has
actually changed (Hillenbrand et al. 2015).

Conceptual framework

In developing a MLE system, it is important to delineate the
different levels at which changes are expected to take place. The
Women’s Empowerment Index framework, which is a context-
specific composite index for the measurement of women’s empow-
erment (Lombardini et al. 2017), defines three levels at which
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change can take place: personal, relational, and environmental.
While the more specific Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture
Index (Alkire et al. 2013) could also be used, the Women’s
Empowerment Index framework enables us to think more broadly
about change in a research setting. In this framework, changes
at the personal level refer to how individuals view themselves,
their role in society, and their confidence in taking decisions and
actions that have an impact on themselves and others. Apply-
ing this to a research setting, personal changes for agricultural
researchers could be understood as shifts in how researchers view
their roles and contributions to addressing gender inequalities,
and their confidence and capacity to address them. Changes at
the relational level take place in the relationships and power
dynamics within an individual’s surrounding network. Agricul-
tural researchers are often highly interconnected, working with
each other, households, and communities in order to design
and implement their research. Thus, it is important to explore
whether agricultural researchers are able to cross disciplinary
boundaries, support one another, and effectively shape more
inclusive and interdisciplinary forms of research within their
research teams. Finally, changes at the environmental level refer
to changes in the broader environment, including in social norms
and attitudes. Here, the focus is on gathering evidence on
whether changes among researchers and within research teams
are contributing to any broader practice or policy related to the
ways in which institutions conduct research.

Conceptually, the framework presented above highlights the
crucial areas where the MLE system should explore changes.
It is also built on the premise that empowerment is a multidi-
mensional concept which is highly personal and context specific.
This is particularly true for agricultural researchers who face
very personal and professional biases depending on their roles,
sex, types of agricultural systems, and institutional contexts in
which they work. Given these diverse backgrounds and experi-
ences, aspirations for training may significantly vary among the
participants themselves and between the participants and those
developing and implementing the training. Building a learning
culture into the MLE approach whereby all participants have a
voice and opportunity to shape its design and trajectory can help
to develop more realistic and aligned training objectives among
participants and implementers. It can also provide useful insights
on what kinds of skills and capacities are needed to support indi-
viduals to advance gender-responsive research in their respective
roles and institutions.

It is also important that the training itself, as well as the met-
rics and methods used to define its effectiveness, are inclusive and
supportive of empowerment outcomes (SDC 2012). The use of
participatory approaches enables participants to discuss issues
that are relevant to their own needs and experiences, bringing
greater authenticity, relevance, and collective ownership to the
training objectives and evaluation (Estrella and Gaventa 1997).
Both quantitative and qualitative measures are needed (Bam-
berger et al. 2010) and real-time feedback should be provided
enabling capacity development programs to adjust to experiences
and complex realities (Patton 2008). This makes MLE an inte-
gral part of capacity development interventions, both for those
delivering programs as well as for participants. It ensures that

capacity development objectives appropriately reflect the inter-
ests of both parties and cultivate a genuine partnership rather
than a sense of “downward” development (INTRAC 2016).

The evaluation context: the GREAT program
and its MLE system

In order to capture how change occurs through capacity devel-
opment, we present a MLE system developed in the GREAT
project. GREAT is an innovative training program that seeks
to equip agricultural researchers with theory, tools, and skills
to move beyond “gender sensitization” to promote gender-
responsive research3 throughout the design, implementation,
evaluation, and communication pathways. The GREAT model
utilizes a mix of self-reflection, interdisciplinarity, applied learn-
ing, field application, and mentoring in order to create a com-
prehensive training package that promotes experiential learning
(see Tufan et al., this issue).

While the GREAT model was refined and improved over suc-
cessive cohorts, several core elements of the training approach
were applied to all courses. These include:

i. Encouraging self-reflection of participants’ own positionality
and biases;

ii. Promoting appreciation and understanding across disciplines
through team-based learning;

iii. Supporting applied learning through field application; and
iv. Nurturing an enabling environment through a targeted

recruitment process that aimed to create a “critical mass”
of fellows and the development of a community of prac-
tice which provided access to resources, networking, and
connections across courses and institutions.

Over five years (2015-2020), GREAT delivered five open
enrolment courses.4 As the demand for GREAT training
increased at institutional and project levels, experimental cus-
tomized “spin-off” courses of three to six days of technical
instruction adapted from the original model were developed col-
laboratively. GREAT trained 292 researchers from 31 countries
over five years, from multiple institutions with various roles and
responsibilities, and including a wide range of interdisciplinary
research themes.

Designing the GREAT MLE system

The GREATMLE system was designed to provide both real-time
and long-term insights to a range of stakeholders. Understanding
the value of the different components of the training, deliv-
ery methods, and the extent to which participants’ needs and
expectations were met was critical to continuously improving
the course. In particular, it was important to capture how novel
features of the GREAT training, such as the fieldwork com-
ponent, mixed team-based approach, and efforts to challenge
existing biases and positionality, were perceived and valued by
participants alongside an appraisal of training content, tools, and
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delivery. We developed the overall MLE system, tool prepara-
tion, data collection and led the analysis in consultation with
the GREAT program team.

A utilization-focused approach to MLE was applied at the
beginning of GREAT, rooted in the key principle that the eval-
uation of the program should be useful to its primary audiences
(INTRAC 2017b). The primary audiences and intended uses are
as follows:

i. For the GREAT program team, to inform changes in course
delivery and design, ensure accountability, and demonstrate
impact.

ii. For participants, to support improvements in their gender-
responsive research methods and approaches and understand
barriers and enablers for applying learning.

iii. For organizations, to demonstrate the value of their invest-
ments and encourage further institutional support for
gender-responsive research.

The MLE system used a mixed method, theory-based
approach (INTRAC 2017a). This approach was applied for
several reasons. The research pool interested in the GREAT pro-
gram are highly interconnected and many of the prospective
participants collaborate on research articles and influence one
another through advocacy, mentoring, and information sharing.
For this reason, establishing an appropriate comparison group of
a sufficient size while eliminating spillover effects was neither a
realistic option nor would it have provided detailed insights on
what was driving change amongst a highly diverse group.

Instead, the MLE system was designed to capture a range
of aspects of the training design, implementation, and progress
towards the short- and medium-term outcomes and the long-term
impacts. In the short term (during the course), evidence was
sought on whether a high-quality training was being delivered
and whether there were perceived shifts in fellows’ competen-
cies for gender-responsive research.5 In the medium term (6-12
months), the focus was on understanding the extent to which
learning imparted through the course was translated into practice
in research design, planning, implementation, and communi-

Figure 1 Overview of data collection levels.

cation. A second goal was to understand whether post-course
training support and resources were relevant and useful. For
the longer term (3-4 years), the MLE system sought to capture
whether the changes reported in gender-responsive agricultural
research reflected good practices, whether there were patterns
in reported changes over time, and how contextual factors
were driving or limiting application in very different research
environments.

Figure 1 presents an overview of the different layers of the
MLE system, while Table 1 sets out a detailed overview of
the timeline, different methods, and rationale behind the data
collection processes.

While efforts to measure and quantify women’s empowerment
are well-documented (Hillenbrand et al. 2015; Lombardini et al.
2017; Alkire et al. 2013) and much has been written on the differ-
ent methods used to assess capacity development initiatives (see,
for instance, Preskill and Boyle 2008; Blume et al. 2010), the lit-
erature on their intersection with agricultural research settings
is nascent. This paper addresses this intersection, and draws out
key lessons on the importance of integrating participants’ voices,
collecting data consistently over time, and using different qual-
itative and quantitative methods. It aims to showcase examples
of the different tools used and results achieved within the con-
text of the GREAT training program, underscoring which factors
worked and did not work.

Methods

For this paper, the authors, as the MLE team, draw on various
resources compiled during the five-year period of the GREAT
courses (2015-2021), in addition to the data collected through the
MLE system. These resources include: participant observations
during GREAT open-enrolment courses and selected customized
courses; documents detailing the methods, tools, and approaches;
and a synthesis of the annual reflection sessions from the MLE
and program team. We also present a subset of the MLE results
to highlight key learnings and approaches. A detailed discussion
and appraisal of the results of the GREAT program are presented
elsewhere (see Tufan et. al., this issue).

Data collection

MLE data were collected before, during, and annually for mul-
tiple years after the course from researchers, fellows, trainers,
and senior leadership from participating institutions. These data
allowed for analyses that could explore the complexity of capacity
development over time, as well as at different levels.

Data collection before the course

Prior to the start of the first course, researchers, trainers, and
senior leadership from targeted research institutions engaged in
a MLE workshop to provide input on the training approach and
expected outcomes. Using an actor mapping process (FSG 2015),
participants defined key organizations and/or individuals that
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Table 1 Overview of timing, methods, and rationale for data collection in GREAT.

comprise the agricultural research system and the outcomes to
which they contribute. They also identified the enabling and con-
straining factors, as well as the underlying assumptions about
what needed to be in place in order for change to happen, see
Table 2. This approach places people at the heart of each change
and more closely reflects real-world contexts as compared to lin-
ear result frameworks or linear theories of change. This process
of co-construction also enabled the program team and workshop
participants to challenge assumptions about how change hap-

pens and to broaden the range of strategic options for design,
implementation, and measurement of the training course.

Before each course, applicants also provided individual infor-
mation, including biographical data, levels of experience with
gender-responsive data collection and analysis, research role, and
interest in the course. Applicants were required to apply as inter-
disciplinary teams of two or three and provide information on:
how they thought that the training would help them to advance
their work; the research project that would be used for the course;
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Table 2 Selection of actors’ descriptions, outcomes, enabling and constraining factors, and assumptions.

and the ways in which gender considerations were reflected in
their work. For selected candidates (i.e., fellows), a needs assess-
ment and pre-course technical assessment were also administered
through an online survey. This information provided important
baseline data of incoming expectations, participant experience,
and starting points.

Data collection during the course

Information was collected simultaneously by the external MLE
team as well as internally by trainers, mentors, and the pro-
gram management team. Several methods were used: pre- and
post-assessments, independent observation, participant feedback,
daily team reflections, notes on improvements in research design
carried out during the course, end-of-course evaluations, and
end-of-course debriefs by trainers.

The external MLE team engaged in routine informal and
confidential discussions with fellows, organizers, trainers, and
partners throughout the training. This enabled the MLE team
to gather participants’ voices and nuanced insights on fellows’
experience during the first week of their training, the four-month
fieldwork, and their return for the second and final week of
training. This was complemented with independent observations
whereby session quality and level of engagement were system-
atically documented by a member of the MLE team through a
structured checklist.

Course evaluations were designed to capture self-reported
competencies, most valuable skills gained, change in percep-
tions of the value and importance of gender-responsive research
(henceforth, GRR), value of the course, satisfaction with the
course design, sessions, training content, as well as trainers’
competency and delivery methods. Two course evaluations were
administered, one after the first week of the training and one after
the final week. This enabled tracking of how perceptions changed,
particularly after the exposure to different components of the
training, such as gender-responsive farmer level data collection,
which for many was an entirely new experience.

As part of the evaluation, fellows rated their proficiency
across 17 technical competencies covering a broad range of topics,
from the course curriculum to the competencies intended to sup-
port application post-course. These ranged from competencies on
technical concepts – such as the ability to recognize and avoid
using gender stereotypes and the ability to use mixed methods
to collect data – to more tactical skills – such as the ability to
identify and source relevant gender expertise. These were then
mapped against the training’s five core objectives of (1) gender
concepts and principles; (2) appreciation and value; (3) design
and planning; (4) collection and analysis; and (5) communication.

Where possible, the tool remained the same over the years in
order to enable comparison across themes. However, some train-
ing sessions were added while others were dropped, and training
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Table 3 Overview of outcome survey response rates and tools.

objectives were not formalized until after the first theme. This
meant that some measures, for example the measure of atti-
tudinal changes, varied from the first theme compared to the
remaining ones.

Data collection annually post-course

Surveys were completed for each cohort every year after the
first training course in 2016-2017. Fellows reported the actions
that they took to integrate GRR approaches into their exist-
ing research and new proposals, as well as whether they had
produced any gender-responsive communication products. Infor-
mation was also gathered on whether fellows had taken any
action to support changes within their research institutions,
whether any institutional change was triggered because of these
actions, and whether they faced any barrier in their efforts to
advance GRR.

Table 3 provides an overview of the data collection instru-
ments used and annual response rates. One year after the
completion of the course, fellows were also asked about the value
of post-training resources and their participation in the GREAT
community of practice to understand the extent to which post-
course services were useful in generating new connections. Fellows
were initially given the same survey regardless of when they
had completed the course; however, a pared-down survey was
administered in 2019 to earlier cohorts that did not ask about
post-course services.

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected
through outcome surveys. These captured information on stan-
dardized metrics and more open-ended perspectives. For exam-
ple, fellows were not asked to describe all the changes they made
in terms of GRR, but to report the most significant changes

they contributed to and to provide concrete examples illustrat-
ing these changes. The most significant change (MSC) technique
is an established form of participatory monitoring and evaluation
(ODI 2009). It involves the regular collection of significant change
stories from program beneficiaries followed by a systematic selec-
tion of the most important ones by designated stakeholders or
staff (ODI 2009). Within GREAT, responses were not systemat-
ically filtered, but rather the focus was on collecting a range
of experiences and accomplishments that researchers deemed
important. This avoided pre-defined measures of success. Quali-
tative questions were also designed to ensure that the data were
verifiable. They consisted not only of fellows’ perceptions, but
they also included detailed information with specific examples
of change. These qualitative data were used to complement the
more standardized, quantitative responses. A sample question of
the outcome monitoring is presented in Box 1.

Box 1 Sample qualitative question of the outcome
monitoring survey.

Quantitative questions asked fellows to rate the level of appli-
cation of gender-responsive methods and approaches to their own
research, see Table 4. The retrospective baselines approach was
used to establish the level of application before the fellows’ partic-

Table 4 Sample quantitative question of the outcome monitoring survey.
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ipation in GREAT. Retrospective baseline design is considered
a convenient, valid method for measuring self-reported change
(Klatt and Taylor-Powell 2005). This approach allows for a single
point of administration, enables respondents to reflect on their
experiences at one point in time, and helps to avoid response shift
effect. The latter occurs when a respondent’s frame of reference
changes significantly during the course of the intervention (Lam
and Bengo 2003; Mentz 2017). To establish the extent of change
in the application of gender-responsive methods, the proportion
of fellows reporting different levels of application was compared
before and after participation in the GREAT course. The time
elapsed was also used to ascertain possible trends. Quantitative
data were disaggregated by cohort, paying particular attention to
differences between groups, such as between men and women, and
seniority and disciplines of researchers. Researchers’ disciplines
were broadly classified as either social science or biophysical
science.

Fellows were then asked to report on the factors and/or con-
ditions that enabled them to apply (directly or indirectly) the
knowledge and skills acquired from the GREAT training to their
work. This may be related to their personal characteristics, such
as being in a position of authority, or as a result of a more con-
ducive research environment, such as having other colleagues that
had been trained in gender-responsive research.

Incomplete information provided in the online surveys was
clarified through follow-up emails and telephone interviews. This
was an important, albeit time-intensive step which led to the
collection of better-quality data that could ultimately be ver-
ified (e.g., accurate names of journal submissions or research
links, etc.). Information was then compiled into annual out-
come reports and data were presented to the training teams
in annual reflection meetings in order to facilitate discussions
on progress towards learning objectives and to identify the
additional evidence needed.

Case studies to assess changes over multiple years

In the fourth year, a series of independent case studies were
carried out to assess the quality of GRR and to understand
what factors were driving or constraining practice changes. Case
studies are a powerful tool to learn about change in complex envi-
ronments, since they draw on multiple years of data and sources,

are more comprehensive than traditional surveys, allow for flexi-
bility, and enable the space to search for alternative explanations
for the observed changes (Balbach 1999).

A critical component of the case study methodology is defin-
ing the case or “unit of analysis”. According to Miles and
Huberman (1994), the case can be understood as “a phenomenon
of some sort occurring in a bounded context” (Balbach 1999). In
the case of GREAT, the unit of analysis used was the team. This
enabled an exploration of the team-based training model. We also
examined relational change (i.e., intra-team dynamics) and the
extent to which this can influence broader environmental change.
The case studies provided a link to the initial research submitted
for the course and to any work that was directly informed by the
field research carried out as part of GREAT. The expected and
reported changes cited in field reports/presentations, informa-
tional interviews, and the outcome surveys enabled us to explore
achievements outside of the training environment.

Case studies examined if project teams had amended their
existing research projects to reflect a more gender-responsive
approach, verified the level and quality of gender-responsive
practices applied, and analyzed what combination of factors
had enabled project teams to integrate GRR approaches into
their projects. The core evaluation questions applied to the case
studies are presented in Box 2.

Seven teams6 were originally selected as case studies, from
the first- and the second-year training cohorts. The intention was
to ensure sufficient time for learning to be applied and for possi-
ble benefits to materialize for analysis and interpretation. Both
higher and lower performing teams were selected to help to iden-
tify contributing factors in different contexts. Performance was
determined by the quality and improvements made in their GRR
proposals during the course and the level of practice changes
reported in the annual outcome surveys. Selection criteria for
the case studies varied slightly from year one to year two based
on changes in the course design.

Data on the country’s context, institutional history, and poli-
cies related to GRR were collected through document reviews
and key informant interviews. An understanding of fellows’ roles
and contributions to GRR practices was developed from the
annual outcome monitoring reports and review of referenced
project documents and tools, and by talking to colleagues and
supervisors. Where possible, field visits were carried out to inter-

Box 2 Case study evaluation questions.
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Figure 2 Overview of the MLE system process.

view implementing partners and conduct focus group discussions
with farmers who engaged with the fellows in order to capture
multiple perspectives on how GRR approaches had been applied.

Data analysis, results, and use

An overview of the different stages in which the data were col-
lected, analyzed, and used is presented in Figure 2. This breaks
down the system into key stages including design, during and
immediately after the course, 6-12 months after the course, and
3-4 years after completion of the course.

Quantitative data from course evaluations and outcome sur-
veys were analyzed using SPSS and simple descriptive statistics
(e.g., mean and percentages) were used to present the findings.
Using ordinal scales, the course evaluation illustrated the ratings
by fellows of self-reported changes in attitude, knowledge, skills,
and competencies targeted by GREAT. Given the small sam-
ple sizes, weighted averages were computed and used to give a
better representation and ranking of issues using a Likert scale.
Qualitative data from course evaluations and outcome surveys
were used to contextualize and verify quantitative responses.
Thematic content analysis (Nowell et al. 2017) using both deduc-
tive and inductive inquiry was applied to identify patterns and
themes.

Course relevance and effectiveness

Regularly testing how different features were valued and expe-
rienced by fellows, analyzing feedback, and encouraging regular
input on how the course could be improved was central to build-
ing a better picture of what training methods were effective, for
whom, and why.

As an example, Figure 3 presents a breakdown of the course
feature ratings by seniority from the first course. Senior and
mid-level7 respondents indicated slightly higher levels of sat-

isfaction with the technical content than junior fellows. How-
ever, the reverse was seen with regard to field research, with
senior participants rating this lower than mid-level and junior
participants.8

Data were then triangulated with key informant interviews
to identify the key factors contributing to these trends. Sev-
eral respondents noted that the field research experience was
illuminating, particularly for those who would regularly send
colleagues to the field but had not previously gone themselves.
Field research itself was very time- and labor-intensive for fel-
lows in senior positions. Refinements were implemented in the
field research process, such as opting for a more gradual approach
where data were first collected and then jointly analyzed. This led
to overall improvements in satisfaction across training cohorts.

Another example of how feedback was purposefully inte-
grated comes from the course evaluation form. Fellows were asked
to indicate their level of satisfaction with the sessions covered

Figure 3 Fellows’ reported satisfaction with different elements of the

GREAT course by management authority. (Source: GREAT course
evaluation, course 1.)
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Table 5 Areas of concern and recommendations of fellows. (Source: GREAT evaluation report, theme 4, week 2.)

in each week (using the following scale: 4=extremely 3=satis-
fied, 2=partly satisfied, and 1=not satisfied at all). Fellows were
asked to assess each session on the basis of its content, delivery
methods, and added value to themselves and to their work. For
the sessions with which they were only partly satisfied (rated 2
or below), fellows were asked to describe their areas of concern
and to offer recommendations for improvement. This feedback
was then synthesized and shared with the training team dur-
ing debriefs by trainers and curriculum review meetings. Table 5
provides an example of the kind of concerns raised, the rationale
behind these concerns, and the proposed recommendations.

The benefits of unique course features were also explored
over time. For example, the value of the team-based approach to
training was of particular interest for the GREAT program. This
was assessed at several points in time: during the course, and
specifically during field research through independent observa-
tions and reports by mentors9; and immediately after the course
through key informant interviews. Fellows of different senior-
ity, disciplines, and from different categories of institutions were
asked about their team experiences. The use of thematic con-
tent analysis helped to identify commonalities such as increased
appreciation for interdisciplinary perspectives. The data were tri-
angulated with discrete observations from team mentors who
could provide more context on some of the key challenges,
such as unequal distribution of work and issues with coordi-
nation which were exacerbated when teams were working in
different locations. Complementing team-based accounts with
more independent observations from mentors was important to
counterbalance possible biases from peer assessments.

Perceptions of the utility of the team-based approach were
then compared with feedback from key informant interviews,
which were carried out several years after participation in
GREAT courses, in order to assess whether initial accounts of
the potential benefits of team-based training actually material-
ized. Accordingly, 12 out of 32 key informants participating in
the customized courses discussed having colleagues and supervi-
sors who were aware of and exposed to GRR concepts as one of
the most critical enabling factors to apply what they learned in
the course. The framing of the question around the factors that
contributed to the application of learning allowed participants to
come up with their own responses, rather than explicitly asking
them to reflect on specific features of the course. A sample quote
is provided below to illustrate the kind of information that was
provided by respondents.

Having a supervisor who was exposed to GRR and kept
reminding me about the things we talked about during the
course. If not for this, I would be doing the normal quali-
tative data collection but not gender-responsive qualitative
research.

(Key informant interview, female social scientist, 2020)

Building on the feedback which was shared at multiple points
in time by those delivering and participating in the course, cou-
pled with an appraisal of progress towards key learning objectives
(discussed below), was central to confirm the suitability and
effectiveness of the course model.

Researchers’ attitudes and competencies during and
immediately after the course (course MLE)

Capturing changes in attitudes is notoriously challenging and
often highly dependent on personal circumstances. However, it
remains an important domain to explore as behavior change
depends not only on competence, but also on the willingness to
apply that competence (ten Cate and De Haes 2000). Moreover,
the course had an explicit objective of encouraging researchers to
better understand and challenge processes and approaches that
reinforce inequalities. Evidence of attitudinal changes was gath-
ered through several methods. Fellows were asked to rate the
extent to which the course had changed their attitude towards
GRR (from “not at all” to “significantly”) after the first week
and at the end of the second week. They were encouraged to
provide specific examples of what they used to do before and
of which elements of the course contributed to changing their
approaches to research. Results from the first week were com-
pared to those of the second week in order to understand whether
additional features of the course, such as the field research com-
ponent, were important factors in shifting perceptions. Qualita-
tive data collected through key informant interviews and course
evaluations were particularly important for contextualizing quan-
titative responses. The interview excerpt below illustrates how
individuals were engaging in the self-reflection process and con-
sidering how research processes can impact the utility and benefit
of end users.

What we just realized is that all people that have been
trained as seed interpreters are men, most of the partic-
ipating farmers are men. . . So, we are now thinking how
are these people identified. The criteria were simple, you
must have 10 acres or 5 of land, but clearly can you can see
this puts the women out of the picture... So, we want a total
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Table 6 Distribution of fellows’ self-reported proficiency in GREAT key themes. (Source: Course evaluation results, course 2.)

Figure 4 Reported competencies across course themes. (Source: Course evaluation reports, courses 2-4.)
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change in our operational procedure...If we invite people for
training, we want to be specific, deliberate[ly] selecting who
is this going to consist of.

(Key informant interview, male crop breeder, 2017,
Uganda)

Disaggregating data by discipline provided useful insights on
factors influencing attitudinal changes. Interestingly, even gen-
der specialists (although notably self-ascribed) reported learning
basic gender concepts, which in some cases was attributed
to changing their outlook. This was important to understand
in a course that trained people with very different technical
backgrounds as it emphasized the need to build a common
understanding of gender concepts regardless of technical training.

Before coming to this course, my thinking was sex is equiva-
lent to kind of gender... So, to me this training was more of
an eye opener to try and understand this whole concept of
gender, to be able to understand the difference between sex
and gender, to know that gender goes beyond just knowing
this is female, to understand the different dimensions of the
whole concept, the kind of relations, the kind of constraints,
the kind of opportunities, the kind of roles, resource access
and control – a broad spectrum of what gender means. So,
to me my experience through this GREAT course has been
quite enriching I came as a blind person but I can say that
now I can see a green light ahead.

(Key informant interview, female gender specialist,
2017)

Reviewing technical competencies highlighted where profi-
ciencies were perceived to be stronger or weaker, while disaggre-
gation by gender and discipline allowed to thoroughly examine
patterns across research characteristics. Table 6, from the second
course, shows reported proficiencies presented by gender and dis-
cipline. In this cohort, differences were observed across disciplines
as well as between genders, with female biophysical scientists
reporting lower competencies across all but two categories.

Figure 4 reveals several patterns over time, including where
there were significant differences in reported levels of competen-
cies between courses and where there were consistently higher or

Figure 5 Fellows’ self-reported application of gender-responsive
research over time. (Source: Annual outcome surveys, 2018-2020.)

consistently lower proficiencies. For example, “ability to appre-
ciate the usefulness of gender focused research in their work”
and “[felt] motivated and self-driven to integrate gender into
their research work” were consistently scored higher than other
competencies. Fellows’ reported competency on the use of mixed
methods to collect and analyze data were comparatively lower,
suggesting an appreciation of the difficulties involved in becom-
ing proficient in this skill set and the need for further technical
instruction.

The combination of objective observations of course deliv-
ery, technical and perception-based assessments, and qualitative
interviews provided important insights on course learning and
experiences among diverse participants.

Application of knowledge, skills, and approaches learned
(outcome monitoring)

Qualitative and quantitative responses in the annual outcome
monitoring were analyzed to understand which fellows reported
applying GRR methods after completing the course. Fellows were
asked to rate their application on a scale from very low to very
high. Figure 5 shows fellows’ accounts of how application had var-
ied over time, revealing that between 65 to 79 percent of fellows
indicated high or very high levels since 2017. This is contrasted
with the 61 percent of fellows who rated their application as low
or very low before GREAT. This was important for the MLE
system as it provided an overview of how application changed
over time. Notably, most fellows reported a large increase in
their level of application the year after their participation in the
course, with fairly consistent application in the following years.
This points to an initial momentum linked to the participation
in the course, but it also suggests consistent application years
after the course ended.

Data were also disaggregated by gender and discipline to
explore whether there were differences in the reported applica-
tion. Figure 6 shows slightly higher levels of application among
social scientists, with 77.8 percent of social scientists reporting
high or very high application one year after the course compared

Figure 6 Fellows’ self-reported application of gender-responsive

research by sex and discipline. (Source: Annual outcome surveys,
2018-2020.)
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Table 7 Codes for significant change stories from fellows’ outcome monitoring. Gray shading reflects a heat map for each year. The darker

the gray, the more frequently the theme occurred in that year.

to 54.4 percent of biophysical scientists. Similarly, women were
more likely to report high or very high levels of application (72.2
percent) compared to men (58.7 percent).

While the level of application is a subjective measure, changes
in reported levels were compared with responses on whether fel-
lows had applied learning to new or existing research over the
past 12 months. When fellows reported changes in their level of
application, but they did not report any specific action, further
clarification was sought. This is illustrated by the quote below
in which a participant describes how her desire and personal ini-
tiative to apply what she learned during the course were limited
by unfavorable research conditions.

[M]y research prior to the GREAT course was not suf-
ficiently gendered and the GREAT course allowed me to
anticipate research questions that can be used to fill this

gap. I have not been able to deepen these research ques-
tions [due to] laboratory constraints and the stage of the
project, but I am still thinking about it. I am researching
participatory selection criteria, including gender, that will
allow me to do more in-depth analysis.

(Key informant interview, female geneticist breeder,
2020, Burkina Faso)

Triangulating responses in this manner both increases the
reliability of quantitative responses and provides contextual-
ization on the different ways in which fellows are applying
their learning (Mentz 2017). Descriptions of the most significant
changes that fellows made were also coded and analyzed. Coding
responses enabled a systematic classification of change stories
and made it easier to detect patterns in their narratives. The
analysis, presented in Table 7, provided some useful insights on
the areas in which fellows felt that they had consistently made the
most significant changes. For example, shifts in methods for data
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collection with more deliberate targeting and engaging both men
and women in research activities were among the most common
narratives reported; conversely, references to resource allocation
and monitoring and evaluation of agricultural research on gender
were very limited.

Use of knowledge, skills, and approaches to support
institutional actions (outcome monitoring)

GREAT’s approach to institutional engagement has focused on
training a “critical mass” that collectively advance GRR through
peer-to-peer support, awareness raising, and changes to how
research is conducted. Outcome monitoring sought to test this
assumption by analyzing what institutional actions, if any, were
taken at least one year after the course. Table 8 outlines the most
commonly reported actions, broken down by cohorts, gender, and
discipline. The data show that, irrespective of their discipline,
men were more likely to advocate for changes in research prac-

tices or guidelines compared to women, while women were more
likely to provide trainings or participate in the drafting of gen-
der policies or strategies compared to men. Sharing resources was
the most commonly reported action, with 82 percent of female
biophysical scientists reporting having done this.

While a strong interest in sharing information and learning
was apparent, outcome monitoring also provided some insights on
the most significant barriers to application. Table 9, below, pro-
vides an overview of the outcome data collected from participants
in the customized GREAT courses. Despite small sample sizes,
disaggregation by gender and discipline revealed some interesting
preliminary patterns. Convincing others of the value of GRR was
one of the most common challenges reported among social scien-
tists (specifically, by 53 percent of social scientists compared to
26 percent of biophysical scientists); this challenge was also more
pressing for men than for women. Using GRR insights to inform
changes in research activities was the most common challenge

Table 8 Institutional actions reported by fellows, in percentages. (Source: Outcome monitoring data, 2018-2020.)

Table 9 Key challenges reported by course participants, in percentages. (Source: Outcome monitoring data for participants of

customized courses, 2020.)
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among biophysical scientists (52 percent) yet was less prominent
among social scientists (27 percent) and particularly male social
scientists, of which none in the sample reported this as a top
challenge.

Annual data collection illustrated the kinds of changes that
fellows were making over time and the barriers to enacting GRR.
However, the data did not provide quality assessments of the
research practices reported or of other factors that contributed
to improving GRR practices and products. This information was
sought through the case studies discussed below.

Case studies to examine GRR implementation

In the case studies, quality of research10 was evaluated against
the criteria constituting “good” GRR practices. The criteria were
informed by GREAT’s fieldwork checklist for appraising research
quality on gender integration into research design, data collec-
tion, analysis, and presentation. For each of the above criteria,
a detailed guide of how the research would be appraised and
examples of good and bad practice were developed by a gender
consultant to enable a consistent application of the assessment.
Fellows were also asked about their specific role in the production
of different research products, whether other gender specialists
or organizations had been involved and, if so, at what stage. The
criteria are presented in Table 10.

Figure 7 shows the number of teams that met the criteria
of good GRR practices in research design, collection, analysis,
and presentation. This provides an independent account of the
degree of progress in terms of actual application. For example, in
the design stage, research more explicitly outlined the methods
for how GRR would be conducted and what gender-responsive
research questions would be answered. However, in most cases
the link to how the research would contribute to gender equal-
ity objectives and outcomes was not clearly articulated. In terms
of data analysis and presentation, half of the case studies were
unable to produce much more than descriptive analysis. While
revisions to research design, collection, analysis, and presenta-
tion demonstrate initiative and a conscious effort to capture
differential experiences, perspectives, and needs in a structured
manner, there were nonetheless clear limitations in how research
was being designed and implemented to contribute to more trans-
formative outcomes. Alongside the appraisal of research quality,
case studies provided important context on what skills were par-
ticularly valuable several years after completing the course and
on how these skills varied depending on researchers’ different
roles and responsibilities. For example, several researchers in
supervisory roles spoke in more general terms about increased
awareness of gender issues and exposure to new participatory
methods. Understanding the complexities of GRR and what is
required to undertake it enabled them to create the conditions
for their teams to implement the techniques more effectively.

Figure 7 Appraisal of fellows’ research against set criteria.
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Table 10 Criteria used to assess good practices of gender-responsive research.
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This contrasts with more technical references to gender-
related skills in data analysis, presentation, and report writing
from several social science researchers who regularly contribute
technical skills to gender-related data collection and analysis
within their research teams. Across all case studies, social sci-
entists reported greater confidence and increased opportunities
to carry out gender work. Some also went so far as to state their
services have been in greater demand likely as a consequence
of the parallel training of biophysical researchers. References to
increased collaboration in the development of research proposals
and implementation from both participants and organizational
leadership also provided further insights on the ways in which
the team approach had catalyzed more interdisciplinarity in
other research. This helps the training team to better under-
stand how participants in varied roles may benefit differently
and it confirms the value of training teams, despite the greater
time commitments and expenses for institutions to send multiple
researchers.

Information on the institutional context was also sought
through the case studies. For example, gender policies and/or
guidelines were reviewed. While there was some form of gen-
der policy for all focus institutions, in the majority of cases
researchers noted policies were not specific enough to usefully
inform their work. Nonetheless, the existence of such policies
and guidelines, be it at the organizational level or required
by a funder, created an important incentive for gender to be
considered. However, more comprehensive GRR (i.e., including
practices that go beyond the collection of gender-disaggregated
data) was only carried out where there was institutional sup-
port and dedicated resources to do so. Higher performing teams
came from institutions which not only had larger projects, plac-
ing greater attention to gender already at the start of the course,
but also dedicated resources for further implementation of GRR.
This highlights that if an organization is not facilitating changes
in the habits and practices of its researchers, organizational per-
formance is unlikely to substantially improve, even if individuals
within that organization have acquired the right skills and capac-
ities. This is a particularly important point of consideration for
the training team, both in terms of the recruitment strategy as
well as the development of post-training support and alignment
with other capacity development initiatives.

Lastly, case studies provided evidence of how results were
used and of whether there were any indications of positive
outcomes for project beneficiaries. Fellow responses were triangu-
lated with feedback from other research colleagues, supervisors,
and beneficiaries of the research, such as farmers involved in on-
farm trials. The excerpts below highlight the kinds of information
provided on how practices were changing and the preliminary
outcomes for those involved.

The focus on gender integration during the on-farm trials
is a recent shift in approach. We consider sex of the host
farmers for the trials. We deliberately make sure [that] we
select fields belonging to women and men, so as to involve
both in evaluating the varieties.

(Interview, male agronomist and colleague who works
with GREAT fellows on the research project, 2019,
Ghana)

Now we are involved in the on-farm trials. Previously
researchers would bring the varieties and give [them] to
individual farmers who were in most cases men to plant.
In such cases, the field would always be managed by the
man, who would then do the evaluation individually, with
no opportunity to hear views of other farmers, especially
us women. The new process has enabled us to have a
voice in evaluating and selecting the variety of choice thus
accept[ing] the new variety and adopt[ing] it to increase
production.

(Focus group discussion, woman, 2019, Ghana)

Information from the case studies provided necessary con-
text to the self-reported information generated from the annual
outcome surveys. They gave greater insights on how different
skills were valued and applied to diverse research environments
and what kinds of benefits, if any, were materializing. Using the
GREAT project team as the unit of analysis also provided useful
insights on how interdisciplinary collaboration continued from
assignments and lessons initiated during the course.

Discussion

The GREAT program invested significantly in monitoring, learn-
ing, and evaluation of the course consistently over time, making it
a critical component of its program’s implementation. The MLE
approach sought to build learning and participatory approaches
within different methods and time-points in order to capture the
complexity of capacity development, while balancing different
perspectives and triangulating where possible. As underscored by
the literature, assessments of training contributions to capacity
development require longer time horizons, flexibility, and explo-
ration of changes at different levels. While the program made
positive progress towards evaluating changes in fellows’ capac-
ity to conduct GRR, there were nonetheless limitations to the
approach. This section presents some reflections on the strengths
and challenges of implementing the MLE system.

Learning-centric and participatory approaches to
improve program design

Continual opportunities for learning- and data-driven adapta-
tions in the course programming were central to measuring the
capacity development of participants. GREAT is an experimental
course seeking to test out teaching methods and approaches for
GRR. In response, a utilization focused approach that prioritized
learning was very important.

This happened at several points over the course delivery and
during the five-year period. At the design stage, the develop-
ment and use of evaluation and learning questions on a core
set of issues enabled regular reflection on what the course was
aiming to achieve, what evidence was available, and what was
still needed. Regular discussions were needed to clearly define
terms of measurement, such as capacity itself, as well as to adjust
the structure of the program. Interdisciplinary teams and diverse
experiences, roles, and knowledge of gender required responsive
programming dependent on measurements at the personal level
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and relational level within research teams. For example, it was
important to understand individual technical competencies for
conducting GRR as well as capture the team settings and the
quality of research that was produced through interdisciplinary
collaboration.

The learning loops and annual workshops (one to two days
long) played a key role in fostering more strategic reflection on
the trajectory of the program, what needed to be changed and on
what basis. The collaborative review by the MLE and program
team improved session content and delivery methods through
iterative feedback. Further, curriculum review meetings allowed
trainers to reflect on their own delivery and to provide direct
feedback to each other, building and reflecting on both train-
ers’ and participants’ capacities (see Mangheni et al., this issue).
Suggestions (if any) for further improvements were provided to
the trainers for another iteration on session content before a final
review by the program management team.

Participants’ voices were included in the regular data collec-
tion process and directly contributed to refinements in program
design and delivery. However, while participants in the pilot
course were involved in developing the program’s theory of
change, this process was not repeated in subsequent courses due
to time limitations. Regularly engaging participants of GREAT
in the creation and refinement of the initiative’s theory of change
as part of the training could help to enhance fellows’ under-
standing of their own roles, refine the assumption made about
how change happens post-course, and engender a greater sense of
responsibility for sharing information and institutional progress.
It could also enable a more realistic representation of their
personal aspirations in attending the course and the resultant
outcomes.

Another takeaway is the need to balance the time and effort
in measuring learning and experiences during the course with
measurement efforts afterward. The experimental nature of the
course meant that understanding its quality was important, but
tools to capture that needed to be light touch and practical. For
example, we moved away from structured daily feedback to cap-
turing what was working and what wasn’t on shorthand sticky
notes. Additionally, adult learners approach education differently
than traditional students and as observed by Meyer (2002) tend
to expect immediate feedback and critical evaluations that can
help them navigate real-world, complex situations. In this sense
“assessment for learning” rather than “assessment of learning”
becomes particularly important and can render the more typical
pre-post assessments less relevant (Bin Mubayrik 2020). A care-
ful balance is needed that captures experiences and growth and
provides useful feedback while not being overly cumbersome.

Multi-stage data collection using different methods

The MLE system was built on the idea of capturing learning
and practice change at different time points. Opportunities for
researchers to apply concepts and techniques learned through
GREAT often depended on the status of the research projects
within their home institutions. As such, it was critical to allow
sufficient time to pass while still aiming to understand what

kind of momentum was generated shortly after the course and
conversely whether technical limitations noted at the end of
the course hindered application. Furthermore, following up with
researchers after some time had passed meant they had been
exposed to different scenarios without the technical assistance of
course trainers. They could then speak about their own limita-
tions and/or identify other technical assistance or support needed
with greater clarity. This was complemented by in-depth case
studies which illuminated what factors helped or hindered trans-
lation of training into practice change within teams and breeding
programs. For example, findings helped to confirm the impor-
tance of linking training to on-going projects and the value of
recruiting research teams with participants in decision-making
roles. The benefits derived from training multiple teams of fel-
lows from the same institution ultimately informed targeting and
recruitment strategies.

However, reliance on self-reported data from the outcome
monitoring surveys was a primary limitation of the approach.
While self-reported assessments continue to be one of the most
used tools for collecting large amounts of data (Borden and Zak-
Owens 2001) there are limitations of these measures. Although
efforts were made to triangulate findings with verifiable data
and accounts by supervisors, in practice it was very difficult to
access researchers’ referenced data or proposals due to concerns
over sharing proprietary information. This challenged objective
assessments of quality and limited the depth of fellows’ post-
training GRR work. It also meant we had limited insights as
to how practices were being integrated across the entire research
cycle. For example, there were very few references from fellows on
increased resource allocation for GRR or specific examples of how
gender-related indicators were being tracked. Whilst this points
to areas where fellows were less able to make changes, without
access to budgets or evaluation frameworks, these areas cannot
really be assessed. Standard metrics and frameworks that institu-
tions themselves can apply (see Mangheni et al., this issue) could
help to create more standardized measures of GRR that would
enable funders, researchers, and other development practitioners
to track progress. This, however, requires building greater insti-
tutional engagement, making the case for its value, and setting
out stronger expectations for information sharing at the outset
of training engagement.

On the other hand, the case studies provided very rich and
detailed insights on fellows’ contexts. They help to illuminate not
just whether there had been short-term improvements in indi-
vidual or organizational performance, but how and where teams
were able to make positive inroads, and how skills were valued
and deployed differently depending on their unique roles, starting
points, and access to resources. For example, in one of the case
studies where more modest improvements were reported, under-
standing the relative isolation from broader African scientific
networks, major funding constraints, and lack of PhD-level staff
available in the country were important factors to acknowledge if
more progress is to be made and sustained. In this sense, it was
critical to ensure that “success” was not narrowly viewed against
a standard metric but also considered in light of researcher and
institutional starting points. However, the small sample size and
qualitative nature of the case studies meant that responses were
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illustrative, but not generalizable to the wider group of train-
ing participants. This also meant that in-depth insights were
not captured post-course for those participating in later ver-
sions of the course. As the GREAT course underwent significant
changes after its second year, additional case studies should be
planned and budgeted for to understand the potential implica-
tions of changes in the model to the application of learning.
Further analysis of institution-wide changes and the extent to
which social outcomes materialize from changing practices over
longer time horizons will also help to make a stronger case for
further investments in GRR.

Future considerations

The experience of implementing the GREAT MLE system pro-
vides important lessons for practitioners considering approaches
to measure and assess complex, interdisciplinary gender-
responsive training programs with participants from very diverse
research contexts. These are summarized below.

Ensure that adequate financial and human resources are ded-
icated to developing and implementing the MLE system. Signif-
icant time and resources are required to successfully implement
a thoughtful and rigorous MLE system and should be planned
for and budgeted upfront. In particular, developing appropriate
data collection tools, systems, and learning processes necessitates
a certain level of technical training by staff responsible for MLE
implementation and a significant investment of time for the staff
more broadly. Program designs should consider both the finan-
cial resources required for implementation as well as who will
be responsible for implementation (i.e., whether the system will
be mainly delivered internally or partly delivered through exter-
nal support). Such decisions should be thought through and the
trade-offs of internal and external support weighed carefully.

Engender an evidence- and learning-based approach among
partners and participants. This includes clearly defining at the
outset what the program hopes to learn, how the information
will be captured, and what processes are necessary to ensure that
the information can be used to inform adaptive management.
One method is to engage capacity development participants in
the creation and refinement of the initiative’s theory of change.
Similarly, tracking whether capacity development initiatives are
contributing to system-wide changes more broadly requires coor-
dinated efforts across research institutions. This is necessary to
understand the collective contributions of other drivers intended
to catalyze more GRR.

Acknowledge that change does not happen linearly and can
take time depending on the capacity of the team, the stage
of research, and the enabling environment of research institu-
tions. Where possible, shorter term progress markers should
be integrated into the monitoring system in order to under-
stand whether the approach is helping to advance changes in the
intended direction. This also requires acknowledging that indi-
vidual capacity is part of a larger ecosystem and is not simply
about individual skill attainment.

Embrace complexity and regularly reflect on the theory of
change. In an experimental course, the way in which capac-
ity development is being delivered is constantly changing. As
a result, the assumptions that were made at the outset about
the relevant pathways may no longer be valid. It is impor-
tant to reflect on how shifts in the program and evidence more
deliberately influence the overall strategy and the subsequent
implications for data collection and learning.

Document approaches and regularly reflect on the credibility
and value of the information generated through those approaches.
It is important to regularly document what is done and how it
enhances consistency of its application over time, particularly
if approaches are carried out by different staff or evaluators.
This also ensures that the data collected are not only useful and
credible, but that information is also actively used.

Conclusion

Developing a monitoring, learning, and evaluation approach for
GRR training programs can support the ultimate goal of increas-
ing capacity to integrate and address gender equity through
agricultural research and programming. Systematic approaches
to capturing and measuring the potential impacts of these pro-
grams will not only serve to improve their content, by supporting
the development of minimum standards, but they will also help
to make a case for their effectiveness and importance. As capac-
ity development is non-linear, occurring at multiple time points
and levels, MLE approaches need to be learning-centered and
participatory, and they should rely on multiple methods at dif-
ferent time points. While there are some limitations and future
considerations, GREAT offers a crucial example of how GRR and
related capacity building efforts can be strengthened.
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Notes

1. We use the term monitoring, learning and evaluation (MLE),
rather than the more commonly used acronym MEL (mon-
itoring, evaluation and learning) to underscore the impor-
tance of the learning process. We believe that learning is
part of an active and participatory observation and reflection.
MEL is only used when cited in the literature.

2. This article uses the term capacity development rather than
capacity building to place greater emphasis on the agency
of those being trained, acknowledging that knowledge and
skills rest within training participants and that capacity
development is a two-way street.

3. We use here the GREAT’s definition of gender-responsive
research, according to which gender-responsive research
involves the use of social science theories, concepts, meth-
ods, and tools to investigate the different needs, priorities,
and constraints of both men and women so as to address and
reduce them, rather than exacerbating any existing gender
inequalities (Rubin 2016).

4. In 2021, GREAT delivered the “Theme 5, Gender Respon-
sive Plant Breeding” virtual training course. Data from this
course have not been included in this article since outcome
monitoring and analysis had still not taken place at the time
of writing.

5. One team had to be excluded because team members
were unresponsive to repeated requests for interviews and
documents over several months.

6. One team had to be excluded because team members
were unresponsive to repeated requests for interviews and
documents over several months.

7. Levels were self-classified based on management authority.

8. Sex- and discipline-disaggregated data did not show statisti-
cally significant differences.

9. Mentors were assigned to each team and they provided
technical guidance during the field research.

10. Case studies reviewed their research as part of the GREAT
course. This research was carried out both during and after
the completion of the course.
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